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Executive summary

Warehousing and distribution centers combine speed, heavy equipment, and dense storage—an environment 
where small drift can become major harm. In California, warehousing has been treated as a high-hazard sector, 
with many Cal-OSHA inspections tied to serious injuries, fatalities, and complaints. By making warehousing a 
high-hazard industry, it takes warehousing into a higher plane of focus by Cal-OSHA, and therefore  needs to 
make warehouse safety an area of higher focus by management.

We will concentrate on preventing both everyday injuries (sprains, strains, slips, and trips) and low-frequency, 
high-consequence events (fires, crush incidents, struck-by incidents, and heat illness). It is our hope that safety 
leaders and managers can use this as a clear playbook: what to prioritize, how to measure progress, and how to 
ensure controls hold up under real-world pressure, especially during peak season demand.

 
Two questions leadership should keep asking

1.  What are the few scenarios that could seriously injure or kill someone here,  
and what barriers prevent them?

2.  How do we know those barriers are working today (not just on paper)?
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Why warehouse risk is different (and why it deserves executive attention)

Warehouse operations expose employees to hazards that can result in fatalities, serious injury, or illness.  
Cal-OSHA highlights recurring categories—material handling, powered industrial trucks and robotics, excessive 
indoor heat, hazardous chemicals, slips/trips/falls, unstable pallets, and blocked aisles and exits—many of which 
also track closely with common citations and claims.

One issue that deserves special attention is an issue known as Pace Pressure. Cal-OSHA has identified this as an 
issue as well and notes that  one of the issues that creates Pace Pressure is driven by improper implmentation of 
quota systems.  Californria’s legislature has created AB701 which places limits and transparency requirements on 
certain warehouse distribution center quotas. The broader lesson is universal: when speed becomes the hidden 
boss, risk expands quietly until it doesn’t.

The hazard landscape: what drives injuries and what drives catastrophes

1)  MATERIAL HANDLING AND ERGONOMICS

Overexertion, repetitive motion, and awkward lifting are frequent, costly, and preventable. Warehouses have 
some of the highest musculoskeletal injury rates, and accelerating a process can increase repetitive motion risk—
even when robotics is involved. California’s repetitive motion injury (RMI) standard requires covered employers to 
evaluate work and implement controls such as engineering redesign and administrative measures like job rotation 
and work pacing.

	f Design the job before you train the worker: improve lift zones, reach distances, and push/pull forces.

	f Rotate tasks intentionally (different muscle groups) and plan micro-breaks during high-volume periods.

2) POWERED INDUSTRIAL TRUCKS (PITS),  ROBOTICS, AND TRAFFIC

Forklift and PIT incidents can be catastrophic: struck-by, crushed-by, and tip-over events. Cal-OSHA emphasizes 
that severe outcomes occur when operators are not properly trained on the specific equipment they use, when 
operating rules are not enforced, or when equipment is poorly maintained. Exhaust from internal combustion 
trucks can also create serious exposures if ventilation controls are inadequate.

	f Separate people and machines with physical barriers, controlled crossing points, and marked  
pedestrian lanes.

	f Engineer for visibility and speed control (lighting, mirrors, intersection controls, dock rules).

	f Verify competence: document training and evaluation for each truck type and work environment.

https://leginfo.legislature.ca.gov/faces/billNavClient.xhtml?bill_id=202120220AB701
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3) STORAGE, PALLETS, AISLES, AND EXITS

Blocked aisles and exits, unstable loads, and poor housekeeping are common precursors to severe injuries and 
evacuation failures. Alsles, walkways, and passageways must be kept clear and appropriately marked. Practically: 
if a pallet can become a barricade during a fire, it will—at the worst possible time.

	f Define and protect ‘always-clear’ routes: egress paths, fire equipment access, electrical panels, eyewash/
shower access.

	f Standardize pallet integrity and stacking limits; audit racking and pallet condition as a routine control.
 
 
4)  FIRE,  BATTERIES,  AND HAZARDOUS CHEMICALS

Warehouses often store combustibles and maintain battery systems. Storage batteries can pose serious fire 
and chemical burn hazards if they are not handled, charged, and maintained properly. Where corrosives are 
present, emergency eyewash/shower equipment must be accessible and compliant (ANSI Z358.1). If portable fire 
extinguishers are provided, placement, training, maintenance, and testing must be managed.

	f Designate battery charging areas with clear rules, ventilation considerations, and spill response materials.

	f Keep emergency equipment unobstructed and verifiably functional (fire extinguishers,  
eyewash/showers, exits).

5) HEAT ILLNESS INDOORS (CALIFORNIA’S NEW STANDARD)

Indoor heat is not a summer-only issue in distribution centers. Under California’s Indoor Heat Illness Prevention 
regulation, when the temperature or heat index reaches 82°F, employers must implement measures including 
access to water, cool-down breaks, access to cooled areas, emergency response procedures, acclimatization 
methods, and training. When the temperature or heat index reaches 87°F—or when certain conditions exist at 
82°F (restrictive clothing or high-radiant heat)—employers must also use feasible engineering controls such as air 
conditioning or ventilation.

	f Measure and document heat where work happens (not just at a wall thermostat).

	f Place water close to work areas; in large warehouses, one cooler by the break room is not enough.

	f Treat acclimatization as a supervisor responsibility for the first 14 days in high-heat areas and during  
heat waves.

https://www.dir.ca.gov/Title8/3396.html
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Start with a strong Injury and Illness Prevention Program (IIPP)

In California, the Injury and Illness Prevention Program (IIPP) is the foundational requirement for nearly every 
workplace. Title 8 section 3203 outlines elements such as responsibility, compliance, communication, hazard 
assessment, accident/exposure investigation, hazard correction, training/instruction, and recordkeeping. For 
leaders, the takeaway is simple: the IIPP is not a binder—it’s the management system that keeps hazards from 
becoming normal.

	f Assign clear ownership for critical barriers (traffic control, racking integrity, heat plan,  
battery charging, egress).

	f Build a closed-loop hazard process: identify, fix, verify, and prevent recurrence.

	f Coordinate in dual-employer environments: temporary and contract workers must be protected like 
everyone else.

The Operating System That 
Prevents Drift

A Hierarchy of Controls can prevent drift
When a hazard is identified by an 
organization, sometimes the knee-
jerk reaction is to provide PPE to 
protect the employee, which is great, 
but PPE is the last line of defense for 
employees. The hierarchy of controls is 
a system used to minimize or eliminate 
exposure to workplace hazards, 
ranking methods from most to least 
effective:Elimination, Substitution, 
Engineering Controls, Administrative 
Controls, and then Personal Protective 
Equipment (PPE). This approach helps 
ensure safer work environments 
by prioritizing actions that remove 
hazards at their source.
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Make pace pressure visible and manageable

If your operation uses productivity metrics, treat them as a safety design input. Pushng your people by increasing 
their workrates can definately and substantially increase your injury rates. The goal is not to avoid productivity; it 
is to achieve it without sacrificing the barriers that prevent harm.

	f Audit ‘work as done’ during peak demand: are safe behaviors still possible at the expected pace?

	f Manage surge volume with staffing and process changes—not heroics.

How to measure what matters: incident rates and leading indicators

Executives often ask a fair question: ‘Is it getting better?’ Incident rates are useful benchmarking tools for 
understanding injury and illness experience over time and relative to similar operations. Leavitt Pacific’s incident 
rate guidance explains that standard formulas use a constant of 200,000 hours (roughly 100 employees working 
2,000 hours per year) to normalize data and compare performance. These are lagging indicators—they measure 
what already happened—so pair them with leading indicators that reflect whether controls are working today.

	f Track TRC and DART trends by department and shift (not just facility-wide).

	f Track leading indicators. Some examples are: corrective action closure time, PIT audits, near-miss reporting.

Something always goes sideways:  Emergency Preparedness

Even with strong prevention programs, incidents can occur. A prepared and organized establishment will respond 
to a crisis faster which ultimatly will minimize harm and enable the business to continue to operate.  A proactive 
Emergency Preparedness plan as part of an organizations overall Business Continuity strategy will provide a 
guide to overcoming any crisis that arises.
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Elements of a Warehouse Emergency Prepareness plan
	f Evacuation and accountability procedures.

	f Notification and coordination: emergency services, internal leadership, insurers, regulators.

	f Medical response and triage; clear directions for EMS to reach the scene.

	f Energy control/shutdown procedures for equipment requiring specialized attention.

	f A disciplined communication plan: one trained point of contact; factual, consistent messaging; no guessing.

Compliance details that tend to bite companies after an incident

Post-incident exposure often turns on basics: reporting, documentation, and whether required equipment was 
accessible and functional. Cal-OSHA requires employers to immediately report serious injuries/illnesses or 
fatalities. Warehousing operations that use staffing agencies commonly create a dual-employer situation; both 
employers must ensure their programs protect outsourced employees along with regular employees.

	f Verify injury reporting and internal escalation protocols before you need them.

	f Keep training documentation audit-ready: PIT evaluations, heat training, emergency response,  
task-specific instruction.
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A leadership checklist for preventing catastrophic events

Use this as a quarterly executive review to test whether critical safety barriers are strong, current, and verified.

CATASTROPHIC 
SCENARIO PRIMARY BARRIERS TO VERIFY EVIDENCE YOU SHOULD SEE

Forklift strikes pedestrian / 
crush event

Separation; controlled crossings; trained/
authorized operators; speed & visibility 

controls; maintenance

Traffic map; audit results; operator 
evaluations; maintenance logs;  

corrective actions

Fire or explosion  
(incl. battery charging)

Ignition control; storage controls; 
extinguisher program; spill response; clear 

egress/access

Hot work controls; inspection logs; 
extinguisher checks; egress audits;  

drill records

Heat illness indoors
Heat measurement; water access; cool-down 
areas; acclimatization oversight; emergency 

response; training

Heat logs; water plan; supervisor checks; 
training records; response drill/tabletop

Fall from elevated surface / 
mezzanine / dock

Guardrails; fall protection where required; 
dock safety; housekeeping and lighting

Inspections; maintenance tickets; 
observations; incident learnings

 
Selected regulatory references (California primary)

CALIFORNIA TITLE 8 CCR 

§ 3203 (IIPP); 

§ 3396 (Indoor Heat) and 3395 (Outdoor Heat); 

§ 5110 (Repetitive Motion Injuries); 

§ 3385 (Foot Protection); 

§ 5162 (Eyewash/Shower); 

§ 5185 (Storage Batteries); 

§ 342 (Serious Injury/Fatality Reporting); 

§ 6151 (Portable Fire Extinguishers) 

FEDERAL OSHA EXAMPLES INCLUDE 

29 CFR 1910.176 (aisles/passageways, secure 
storage) and 

§ 1910.178 (powered industrial trucks).

Internal guidance sources used include Cal-
OSHA’s Warehousing and Storage fact sheet 
and 

Leavitt Pacific Safety Bulletins on;

	f Incident Rates,

	f Crisis Management, and 

	f Indoor Heat Illness Prevention.


